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Toward a New Synthesis
in the
Post-Disciplinary Era
Hoke L. Smith
When we discuss the relationship between general education and work, our
own semantic myths can easily trap us. General education, liberal education,
and career education are labels which we have used to categorize bundles of
learning experiences. Although frequently useful to simplify thought , the
educational concepts behind these labels often represent illusory rathe r than
actual goals and their meaning assumes a protoplasmic charac ter, visible but
elusive, constantly shifting in shape. Current attempts to define and clarify
the relationships among general, career, and liberal education are hindered
by the rapid educational evolution now occurring, as America n postsecondary education moves from the disciplinary into the post-disciplinary
era . This transition forces a basic change in this continuing dialogue. The
disciplinary organization of higher education both permits and hinders the
development of learner-centered and integrative education, both of which
will be characteristic of the post-disciplinary era.
For my purposes, I will consider general education as that education which
society believes should be common to all functioning citizens. Liberal education is that which passes on knowledge, provides the individual with the
intellectual and emotional tools to analyze that knowledge to lib erate himself
or herself from it and to create and validate new knowledge. Career ed uca ti on
is that education which assists the individual in selecting vocatio nal goa ls and
appropriate academic or experiential backgrounds.
Historically , ge neral education has often been carried on outside of educational institutions. The family, the church, the place of work, the newspaper,
the library , and television : each contributes to common education al expe riences. Yet, it is difficult to define a common core of knowledge which sho uld
be shared by all our citizens in our complex, pluralistic society, with its many
cultural and ethnic heritages. A student has been involved in , and sh aped by ,
general education for seventeen to eighteen years by the time he or she enroll s
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in college. The question of how higher education can further an individual's
general education at an appropriate intellectual level must be confronted.
Social and cultural complexity leads to early specialization. Although students
may learn English as a common language , ethnic, social, and regional differences soon create distinguishable dialects. This is but one example.
Career education is a part of each individual's general educational experience. In a stable culture, the family and other non-school institutionc an
successfully prepare one for traditional adult rules . However , in a rapidly
changing society such preparation suffers from being non-analytical and
fragmentary. In the school, career education, as a portion of the curriculum
dealing with the analysis of society and the individual 's analytical capability
for decision making , is a part of both general education and Iiberal education.
Throughout the years, liberal education has suffered from its confusion
with liberal arts and, consequently, with specific areas of study. Many definitions of liberal education, in fact, are attempts to define liberal arts by specifying areas of study. Other, broader definitions emphasize education for the
purpose of liberating the individual through knowledge of the milieu , or
training of the intellectual processes and values which assist persons in
freeing themselves from the contraints of an unthinking acceptance of traditional and conventional wisdom. Liberal education does, indeed , free the
individual through enhancement of analytical skills, development of sensi tivi ty and empathy, and advocacy of informed commitment to values. Thus
liberal education passes on both tradition and the means of analyzing and of
selectively rejecting it. And , although prescribed areas of study may help an
individual to achieve one or more of these goals, the development of the
analytical ability is what separates liberal education from traditional general
education. Liberal arts, as a collection of fields of study, may facilitate a liberal
education but does not insure it.
Historically, general education, career education, and liberal education
have been defined by the dominant social-political structure. During many
historical periods they were merged and, because of this , appeared to be
indistinguishable. In ancient Greece, the academy educated the citizen for
participation in a democratic society built upon a slave culture. In Rome ,
liberal education again served the elite within the varying political and social
forms of the Roman Empire. In the Middle Ages liberal education served the
purposes of the church; and with the coming of the Renaissance and the
Reformation, the purposes of the nation state dictated the form of education.
Liberal, general, and career education have always interacted to some extent.
Their unity has been greatest either during a stable period, particularly when
only a small portion of the population has been considered as persons or
citi ze ns , or when they were consciously united in an attempt to restore
intellectual integrity in a fragmented world.
Until approximately the mid 1700s , liberal education served elitist career
goals by providing a general, that is common, education to those who would
staff the institutions of the nation state in its non-democratic, non-industrial ,
non-scientific forms. However , this merger of the three educational types for
e litist purposes was not co n sistent with the rise of democratic , egalitarian
social and political concepts. Hence, the relevance of traditional concepts of
liberal education to general and career education progressively weakened
with the growth of industry, democracy , and science. At some point, then , a
redefinition or reformulation of these concepts became inevitable.
The rapid expansion of educational institutions in this country dur111g the
1800s , combined with the development of varied institutional missions , the
8

•

maturation of democracy, the rise of science, and the growth of cultural
diver itv , had , by the end of the nineteenth century, exploded the commonality o f higher educational experiences. Increasingly, education was dominated
by th e elective principle, that is , the election of courses by students rather than
a prescribed , rigid curriculum. The elective principle served as a means of
incorporating the rapidly developing sciences and social sciences into the
curriculum and of permitting the individual to choose among the increasing
number of alternative careers. This new trend precipitated a debate between
the advocates of the Great Tradition with its humanistic and historical emphasis , and those who favored the elective principle with its flexibility and
dynamism, a debate which continues today. During the early years of the
twentieth century, many institutions attempted to unite the two opposing
viewpoints through the adoption of course distribution requirements designed to achieve a minimal general education , that common to a functioning
person. Th is has remained a basic approach. But too often the dialogue about
the interrelationship of general and liberal education is reduced to a political
squabble about the balance of distribution requirements within the several
disciplines represented in the liberal arts. Thereby the vital elements of the
dialogue about the roles of general and liberal education are obscured by lists
of "es ential areas of knowledge" as they are defined within the traditional
liberal arts course structure.
As the specialization of knowledge developed during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, the power of respective disciplines increased, a power
reinforced by the structure of the department. The first specialized faculty
members appeared in American universities around the beginning of the
nineteenth century ; and this trend toward specialization was accelerated as
we sought to emulate the German university, with its emphasis upon research
and scholarship. This growth of academic specialization reached a new peak
in the post-sputnik era when the forces of patriotism coincided with the need
for additional academicians to teach the children of the post-war baby boom.
The period since World War II may be designated as the disciplinary era in
American higher education. We emphasized training within the disciplines
-an emphasis reinforced by rapid expansion of doctoral programs, increases
in federal and foundation funding for research, socialization of faculty with in
the disciplines, specialization fostered by the knowledge explosion, and
public concern for educational parity with the communist nations. These
social and political trends were augmented by the increased strength of the
discipline-based department as an administrative unit, and by adherence to
personnel policies similar to those recommended by the AAUP, thereby
placing important personnel decisions affecting each faculty member's career
within the departmental structure.
There is widespread agreement that a basic problem of American higher
education is the rigidity, and the concommitant fragmentation, which has
been created by these trends. We see specific evidence of this fragmentation
in the frequency with which we discuss Iiberal and general education in terms
of multi-disciplinary distribution requirements or interdisciplinary courses
and programs.
However , this disciplinary organization is an essential part of the technology of learning, research, and scholarship. And it is a useful and liberalizing
organization , for it permits the focusing of energy and resources toward the
discovery of new knowledge and the reasoned examination of the conventional wisdom. It permits the unity of scholars across the nation who share like
interests. It supports academic freedom , emphasizing judgment by informed

peers instead of uninformed laymen , and is essential to the continuation of a
vital and dynamic research community.
The disciplinary era parallels certain aspects of the industrial era. Both are
based upon specialization. Both are productive. Both provide a basis for other
social and intellectual developments. And , less positively , both can stifle
individualism and creativity.
But today many believe we are developing into a post-industrial society
which , based upon the productivity made possible by industrial organizations , will permit new social forms to develop. The parallel to higher education is obvious: we are emerging into the post-disciplinary era , based on the
productivity of research and intellectual specialization, which will permit
new educational forms to develop. And just as the post-industrial society
finds its strength in industrial technology and develops because of that
technology , higher education, using the strength of the es tab! ished d isciplinary structure, must seek to develop new forms for learning , drawing upon
disciplinary specialists and programs . The discipline and the department will
remain as dominant characteristics of the university, for both are essential to
adequate specialization of scholars and to appropriate peer interactions.
However, new forms must, and will , develop . The post-disciplinary era will,
it seems to me, assist us by providing models which will unify general , career,
and liberal education.
The outlines of the early post-d isci pl inary era are rapidly emerging . What is
happening now indicates that the dominant emphasis is on a learnercentered , rather than a discipline-centered , educational system . Within this
system, the individual learner, rather than seeking to replicate the training of
the disciplinary specialist, will draw from the disciplinary specialists the
knowledge which is necessary for general , career , and liberal education.
Thus , the unique background and goals of the individual will be instrumental
in formulating the specifics of the educational experience . In this reformulation of educational emphasis academic advising and goal counseling will play
crucial roles.
General education remains still , of course, a relevant goal , but in a pluralistic society such as ours , the body of common information and skills shared by
nil citizens is relatively small. And although the categories of knowledge are
similar, in a democratic society of ethnic , religious , geographical , and occupational diversity , the content of that knowledge is differentiated.
This fragmentation of content is both dangerous and beneficial in the
richness and variety which it provides to our civilization. But strict disciplinary emphasis is unable to create the necessary awareness of the common
elements which unite the disciplines and permit the individual to penetrate
their boundaries. Su.ch awareness is essential if the individual is to hav e the
capability of drawing from the disciplines the knowledge and ability to
achieve personal goals. And although this blending of individuali zed learn ing is a goal of the elective-distributive system , the common elements of the
structure of knowledge continue to be obscured by the disciplinary rigidities.
What our citizens require is differentiated content within common stru cture.
Learner-centered education is apparent in many new developments in
post-secondary education. The part-time student is the new majority . Lifelong learning and recurrent education are widely accepted. Extended d egrees
are proliferating at a rapid rate. Post-baccalaureate education is gainin g in
richness and diversity. Credential ism , based upon the disciplinary stru cture,
is under attack. The women ' s and minority movements are questionin g th e
content and relevance o f traditional forms of education. Cultural and eth nic
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pluralism is increasingly valued as adding richness to our lives. Open access
to learning opportunities is a matter of pub! ic policy . More and more, students
are receiving college credit for experiential learning. Internships, clinical
programs, and cooperative education are increasing.
The educational needs and desires of the individual are the common elements of these developments. The challenge which confronts us is to integrate
the strengths of discipline-based higher educational institutions with the
individual and personalized educational needs of the members of our society .
Man is a learning animal, and society is a learning system . The formal
structure of education assists in selecting, intensifyin g, and accelerating
learning experiences , functions which cannot be accomplished through other
social institutions. In a complex society , schools are essential to general
education because they assist individuals to functio n successfully as citizens.
Without the school, the pluralistic nature of other traditional institutions
would further fragment the cu ltural community. However, we must always
remember that the common background of the citizenry must be focused
within each citizen as an unique individual.
Liberal education is essential if the individual is to select from the total
universe of knowledge and social roles those which will best fulfill his or her
unique development, for each individual must deal with the universe through
abstraction, cognition and empathy. Again we return to the dual functions of
liberal education: providing the knowledge and analytical capacity to fulfill
constructive social and professional roles, and providing the intellectual
background and framework for continued personal development. Career education facilitates this development by furthering the reasoned and examined
commitment of one portion of life, that of work.
How can we use our intellectual technology instead of letting it hinder and
confine us? The distribution system of course requirements has proven itself
inadequate in assisting the individual to achieve a satisfactory liberal education . Structured interdisciplinary programs have often become new discip1ines. Interdisciplinary courses have forced faculty out of their intellectual and
personal basis within the discipline, and have almost inevitably either atrophied or become integrated into one of the disciplines. Since we cannot,
and must not , weaken the disciplinary basis of scholarship, we must find
other ways of using the characteristics of the educational system to further the
integration of liberal, general , and career education.
The strncture of disciplinary content within courses and credit hours permits flexibility within the American educational system and creates a
framework within which we can interpret and relate diverse educational
experiences. It facilitates the creation of unity from diversity. However, it also
hinders creative solutions leading to the development of a new unity . The
traditional course , based upon approximately 3 credit hours , obscures
similarities among the disciplines and reinforces, unnecessarily, the disciplinary structure. The course structure leads us to discuss general and lib eral
education in terms of courses taken instead of in terms of content, methodology , values , or learning outcomes.
There is one approach which would, I believe, facilitate both the development of learner-centered education and the integration of the purposes of
general , liberal , and career education . This approach would seek to supplement the traditional course structure with mini-courses, or smaller modules of
instruction. It may appear paradoxical to criticize the impact of structure, and
yet to propose a resolution by further fragmenting learning. However, as
cholars , we commonly accept that the article or paper or symposium serve

purposes which cannot be served by the book or by the course. Such smaller
units of knowledge tend to allow for new, creative syntheses and linkages. At
Drake we have had outstanding success in encouraging student interest in
specific areas of study through the use of one-credit hour mini-courses.
Enrollments in courses in philosophy and history have been large and enthusiastic . Such courses have focused on such areas as the Kennedy assassination , the Portuguese Empire, Sino-Soviet relations , and medical ethics. By
developi,1g additional courses focused either on the methods of thought or on
content areas, we can restructure the educational experiences of the student
without forcing faculty members out of their disciplinary base.
Such a curriculum might include packages of mini-courses within a number
of disciplines focused upon disciplinary goals, methods , content areas, ethics
and values, standards of competence as a professional , and topics such as the
social responsibility of a discipline and the role of the disciplinary specialist as
a person in society. We could then redefine our distribution requirements so
that students would take sequences of mini-courses in several disciplines,
focusing upon such topics as:
1. The goals of disciplines in the humanities , sciences, social sciences, fine
arts, accounting, and pharmacy.
2. The methodologies of inductive, deductive, statistical, scientific, and
humanistic or historical reasoning.
3. The approach of various disciplines to the same content; for example, the
family, life , work, or an historical period such as World War II.
4. Value systems embodied within the discipline as they are translated into
professional and individual ethics by the disciplines .
5. The standards of professional and individual competence through which
the individual as a person and as a professional demonstrates the integration of methodology, values, and a sense of responsibility.
6. The social responsibility of the individual in her/his vocational role.
7. The life of the individual as a professional or as a worker.
Using this approach, a matrix could be developed from which the student
could draw upon the resources within the disciplines, but within a framework
which emphasizes the commonality of methodology , knowledge, and human
experience. In this manner , a student would be ex posed to knowledge
through a general structure which would liberate individuals from traditional
disciplinary constraints and unify knowledge across disciplines. The student
would also be exposed to those patterns of thought and analysis which are
essential to all aspects of the examined life , including career goals.
These problems are important and complex. In our deliberations about the
future of American higher education we must recogni ze that society is changing. If we are to fulfill our leadership responsibilitie» , we cannot be imprisoned by the concepts of the past - rather , we must use those concepts to ask:
What are we really talking about? The phrases general education, liberal
education, and career education are part of our intellectual technology. But if
we let these different em phases obscure their underlying unity , then we, too,
have fallen into the trap of intellectual rigidity.
The post-disciplinary era is upon us. Its initial characteristics are emerging,
but its shape is yet to be decided . Our challenge is to use the structure of the
past in conjunctio,1 with the tre nds of the present to shape the integrMion
which is possible in the future.
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